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SYNOPSIS
The thesis examines the experience of English local authorities under the 
arrangements recommended by the The Care of Children Committee, chaired by 
Dame Myra Curtis, Principal of Newnham College, Cambridge. The committee was 
set up in 1946 by three government departments to enquire into existing methods 
of care for children who have from loss of parents or from any cause whatever 
been deprived of a normal home life with their own parents or relatives; and 
to consider what further measures should be taken to ensure that the children 
are brought up under circumstances best calculated to compensate them for the 
lack of parental care".
The committee recommended that the children in public care should come under 
one department in each authority with a children's officer as head and free of 
other duties. In paragraph 441 of their report they said, "this may indeed be 
said to be our solution to the problem referred to us".
The committee examined the existing statutory provisions and administrative 
arrangements and said how the children were cared for at the time.
Their extensive list of recommendations was broadly put into effect by tho 
Children Act 1948, which remained in force until 1 April 1971 when social 
services for children were taken over by the social services committees under 
the Local Authority Social Services Act of 1970.
This thesis is dedicated to 'The Curtis Family 1
Mr and Mrs Curtis 
and their four boys
A summary of their story is set out in the appendix
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INTRODUCTION
This thesis sets out and interprets the facts about The Curtis Experiment with 
the intention of promoting the future interests of disadvantaged children.
The Curtis Committee was set up, before the war ended, in response to a campaign 
led by Lady Alien of Hurtwood. Files in the Public Record Office show that 
before the second world war, Sir Sidney Harris had advocated consultation at 
least, if not co-operation, between those both locally and in Whitehall who were 
respectively responsible for children under the Poor Law and for children 
subject to court orders. One more group of children was looked after by a third 
department, the Ministry of Pensions, which was responsible for children whose 
parents were unable to look after them by reason of death or disability 
occasioned by war. Public aversion to the Poor Law prevented its machinery 
from being applied to children, including the thousands who had been evacuated 
to the countryside under threat of bombing or invasion and who had not returned 
to their families. The wish to treat these children separately was one motive 
for resisting moves towards integrating the various services for 'children 
deprived of normal home life 1 . This phrase, used in the terms of reference of 
the Curtis Committee, passes in its contracted form, 'deprived children' into 
social Jargon, possibly discounting other forms of childhood deprivation.
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THE CHILDREN'S OFFICER
The Curtis Committee found acute and dangerous confusion in the local authorities' 
share of management of the care of these children. The authority for child life 
protection might be a different one from that administering the Poor Law. This 
might lead to a position in which no one felt actively and personally responsible 
for the welfare of an individual child and in which (as the committee had heard 
in evidence) there might even be wrangling between committees as to which 
should bear the cost of his support. All children without a normal life should 
come under the care of a single ad hoc committee of the local authority for the 
area where they lived. This children's committee was to have its own executive 
officer with the standing of an important administrative official of the council, 
in direct touch with the responsible committee, not a member of the staff or any 
other head of department.
THE CHILDREN ACT 1948
Less than two years after publication of The Curtis Report, the Poor Law had 
been repealed and replaced by a series of statutes making separate provision for 
children and for the elderly and for disabled people, with another statute for 
hospitals. Following governmental prompting, several authorities set up 
children's committees and appointed children's officers months in advance of the 
legislation. This experiment, inspired by Curtis, was to continue for nearly 
twenty-three years until, in 1971, the local authority personal social services 
were again integrated into single departments in accordance with the Seebohm 
Committee's recommendations.
An independent observer might have detected, among the first children's 
committees and their officers, a continuing bias towards educational concepts.
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especially among those who had been teachers or were educational administrators. 
The common law had considered 'upbringing 1 to be synonymous with 'education 1 . 
The years 1948-1971 saw a shift of emphasis away from the promotion of 
conforming behaviour and book-learning towards concern for feelings and 
relationships: away from material ambition and towards peace of mind as the 
paramount need of deprived children.
The military element was significant in determining models of management in the 
first children's departments. Writing now, in 1990, one looks back on nearly 
half a century in which Britain has not engaged in major warfare in Europe. By 
contrast, the Children Act came at the end of half a century of war. The Boer 
War was succeeded so quickly by those of 1914-1918 and 1939-1945 that, by 1948 
every adult seemed to have spent a lifetime in a community either engaged in 
warfare, recovering from a previous war, or preparing for the next one. Some 
volunteers for the Home Guard (Dad's Army) in 1939 wore medal ribbons, not only 
from the Great War but also from the South African Campaign. Britain was a 
supposedly victorious martial nation in 1948. A good proportion of the first 
children's officers and their staffs - women as well as men - had worn uniform 
in the armed forces, civil defence or quasi-military organisations supporting the 
military.
The children's officers and their staffs therefore took easily to disciplined 
structures and chains of command. This was reinforced by the local government 
ethos which held a chief officer responsible for everything which went on in his 
or her department. The armed services depended on ' leaders', local government 
on 'administrators' and only in the 1970s did the public services look for 
'managers'. Heads of departments were often addressed as 'Sir', even by their
- 3 -
own deputies when on duty. It was the difficulty experienced by male 
chauvinists in keeping a straight face when addressing some of the young women 
children's officers as 'Ma'am' that encouraged the move away from formality 
which characterised children's departments and their successor departments of 
social services. This trend towards informality was more marked in some 
children's departments than in the traditional local government fields of 
engineering, finance, law, medicine and teaching.
SOURCE MATERIAL
This thesis draws upon six principal sources. First are my own records and 
recollections as a children's officer to three different authorities, starting in 
April 1948, before the act of that year was passed. Formal association with 
child care continued as general secretary of The British Association of Social 
Workers, then as director of social services for  
and finally as clerk to The National Council of Voluntary Child Care 
Organisations, retiring in 1982 at the age of seventy. The second source upon 
which the thesis is based is a collection of files containing the reports written 
by Home Office inspectors about the performance of child care authorities. The 
reports, which have been preserved, cover 127 of the authorities which operated 
in England between 1951 and 1958 and relate broadly to the settled, but still 
somewhat formative years of the young departments from 1958. The third source 
studied was government publications such as reports of the Home Office 
children's department and especially The Curtis Report itself, which is 
extensively quoted in the succeeding chapters. The fourth source is the records 
of The Association of Children's Officers, of which I was honorary secretary for 
seventeen years, beginning at its foundation in 1949. The fifth sources is a single 
case study made from the carefully maintained case records of a family, from
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whom two sons were received into the care of a large and highly reputable local 
authority in the mid-fifties, each remaining in care until reaching the age of 
eighteen - ten or more years later. The study is contained in The Appendix and 
extracts from it (under the pseudonym, 'The Curtis Family') are quoted in 
relevant chapters of this thesis as examples illustrating the issues under 
discussion. The sixth source has been the study of the periodical literature on 
child care and social work from 1938 to the present day, especially the two 
current social work weeklies and their predecessors, Case Conference and Child 
Care Quarterly and The Journal of The Association of Psychiatric Social Workers. 
The seventh source was from children in care, now family friends who have kept 
in touch, who continue to tell me more and more of the severe disabilities they 
underwent under my personal supervision.
ARRANGEMENT OF MATERIAL
The main body of the thesis, apart from the introductory and closing chapters, 
deals with the performance of children's departments, as assessed by the 
inspectors in their reviews. These operations were carried out from the mid- 
fifties onwards. Before that year the inspectorate had been running itself in by 
getting to know the set-up and personalities of each authority, including 
chairpeople, town and county clerks and architects as well as staffs of children's 
departments. The routine inspections of children's homes, nurseries, approved 
schools and remand homes broadly continued in their accustomed way. To those 
being inspected in these establishments little seemed to be changed by the 
Children Act. Meanwhile an additional new breed of inspectors was evolving, 
many of whom were interested in the whole work of the departments. It began 
with an exercise called 'boarding out reviews', that is to say inspection of the 
work of boarding out visitors by studying their case papers and accompanying
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them on visits to foster homes. It was soon realised that boarding out was only 
one aspect of the diverse social work being undertaken in the new departments. 
The inspectors then began to conduct wide ranging reviews, covering many 
(though not all) aspects of a department's activities. In 1963 the chief 
inspectors drafted guidelines, with headings under which reports on reviews 
could be compiled. Inspectors showed singular independence and not all the 
headings were covered in each review report. In the end it was only possible 
to identify, in the generality of these reports, ten topics upon which the 
inspectors could be mainly counted upon to record their observations and 
opinions. These several topics each form the subject of a chapter in this thesis. 
The performance of each department under each topic was assessed on a five point 
scale, judging from what the inspectors reported. The model for this assessment 
scale was taken from that used in 1968 by the Home Office inspectors in assessing 
the performance of children's departments for the Royal Commission on Local 
Government in England. Assessments were made from a total of 250 review 
reports. Quotations from the inspectors' reports show some of the best and some 
of the worst authorities' performances. Half of all the children were in the care 
of the seventeen largest authorities. Sixty-one, about half of all the English 
authorities, each had fewer than 250 children In care. The remaining 44 
authorities each had between 250 and 1,000 children in care. This will be of 
importance if rumoured proposals to abolish the county councils and transfer 
their functions to the district councils come to fruition.
What are the lessons to be derived from The Curtis Experiment? The short 
answer seems to be that the experiment was valuable, but was continued for an 
unnecessarily long time. The establishment of small specialist departments 
creates a body of people; users, councillors and staff with a vested interest in
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their continuance. The frailty of human nature so deeply flawed the effective 
operation of the Curtis proposals that some children were subjected to 
heartrending suffering and damage to spirit. Curtis is not to be blamed for 
lacking the magic gift of hindsight. The Curtis Experiment was a necessary 
process towards the provision of rather better care for children.
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CHAPTER ONE 
CARE BEFORE AND AFTER CURTIS
"The Local Government Act transferred the Poor Law 
functions to the councils of counties and county boroughs 
and abolished the boards of guardians. But the 
principle of the Poor Law remained unaltered. The close 
control which the Minister of Health exercised over the 
guardians is now exercised over the councils 
concerned."
W Ivor Jennings
'The Poor Law Code 1 2nd Edition 1936
1. 1 THE CURTIS EXPERIMENT
The Committee met on 64 days, examined 229 witnesses and considered 114 
memoranda. Individually or in small groups they visited 451 institutions,
interviewed members or officers of 58 authorities and visited foster homes. On
0524 January 1946 they published an Interim Report on Training of Staff
The Curtis Committee was not universally approved. Willie Gallacher, a 
communist member of parliament, asked why there were no working class 
members. Others criticised the noticeable shortage of parents amongst the women 
members of the committee of which the following were either single or childless; 
Curtis, Adamson, Clement-Brown, Fildes, Harford, Jones and Temple. Some 
newspapers regretted the appointment of Miss Curtis who had recently signed the 
Report on London County Council Remand Homes, which by its extra use of 
emphasis and other devices tended to detract from the news value of Basil 
Henrique's not wholly unjustifiable complaints about remand homes. Until 1948 
children in England who were living apart from their parents were the 
responsibility of a variety of statutory and voluntary agencies. The fifth of July
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1948 marked the inauguration of a surprising experiment in social administration 
which continued until 31 March 1971. This can be called 'The Curtis Experiment 1
because it was launched in response to the principal recommendation of The Curtis
051Report . The experiment was the setting up in each local authority of a
separate and relatively small department to be concerned exclusively with the 
care of 'deprived 1 children. It was brought into force by the Children Act 1948, 
which obliged every county council and county borough to set up a separate 
children's committee and to appoint a children's officer to administer the 
functions relating to children living away from their own homes. The authorities 
were expressly precluded, by section 41 of the act, from employing their 
children's officers in any other capacity except with the Secretary of State's 
consent, which was rarely given. Thus was created a new department which was 
much smaller than any other operational department of the authority, having at 
its head an officer carrying a smaller, though vital, span of responsibility, 
deploying relatively small resources and receiving a relatively small salary and 
being accorded a relatively low status in the council's management hierarchy. 
The idea was to ensure that the children's needs were separately advocated and 
protected by an independent committee and an independent chief officer concerned 
exclusively with them. At the outset the members of The Curtis Committee had 
been concerned to note that children were often deprived of proper care in their 
own homes. Unhappily, they concluded that such children did not fall within 
their terms of reference.
1. 2 CHILDREN'S COMMITTEES AS A PANACEA
When children's committees and separate children's departments were first 
established they were hailed as the panacea for childhood deprivation. A body 
of dogma preserved the separate children's departments inviolate against any
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proposals for linking them with services to other groups of people. Preserving 
the separate identity of children's departments became an article of faith to many 
of the colleagues who shared the privilege of being a children's officer. Yet 
by the late nineteen-sixties the leaders of opinion among those who were still 
active were campaigning for large comprehensive social services departments into 
which the children's departments were to be subsumed. The experiment ended 
following the report of the Seebohm Committee which recommended the creation
of comprehensive departments to provide personal social services to a wide range
078of people who were vulnerable by reason of age or other circumstances
1. 3 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE EXPERIMENT
The lessons to be learned from the experiences of children's departments are 
significant, not only for the future of children in public care or at risk of 
entering care. They are significant also for the organisation and use of resources 
in the personal social services. The purpose of this research is to show to what 
extent the expectations aroused by the Curtis Committee were fulfilled during the 
23 years before children's committees ceased to exist in 1971 and what 
disadvantages flowed from that arrangement. There are lessons to be learned 
from the slow pace of change in the 23 years, in the course of which the 
happiness and potential of a generation of children might be jeopardised. For 
example, planning by means of statutory reviews was sometimes skimped, family 
contacts were often lost, the importance to a child of his life story was neglected 
and many social workers failed to communicate adequately with the children. 
Reasons justifying the removal of children from parental care were never 
universally established. In the light of experience and after studying material 
in the record office, it is apparent that children's departments fell short of 
meeting the children's simplest requirements. By analogy with the police, they
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saw themselves depicted in 'Dixon of Dock Green 1 whereas to the children and 
their families, and to some staff, they looked more like 'The Bill 1 or 'Hill Street 
Blues'.
1. 4 THE SCOPE OF THE SERVICE
Children's departments operated for twenty-two years and about eight months 
during which time about one million children in England are recorded as having 
been admitted to the care either of local authorities or of the managers of 
approved schools. The actual number of children affected must have been 
significantly fewer because some would have been admitted twice or more; some 
several times during their childhood* When children's departments ceased to
exist there were 87,377 children in care (including children in community homes
217with education on the premises) . These latter were, until 1970, treated
separately as being in the care of approved school managers. These 87,377 
comprised 0.65 percent of the estimated child population under the age of 18: 
about one child in 154 of the total child population was in care at any one time. 
During the twelve months preceding March 1971, 64,545 admissions to care were 
recorded, but of this number 12,328 were included by an administrative device, 
transferred from the care of approved school managers and 'deemed to be in the 
care of a local authority by virtue of paragraph 7 (2) of schedule 4 of the 
Children and Young Persons Act 1969'. The number, then, who personally 
experienced being admitted to public care during that year was 52,217. Of these, 
no fewer than 16,006 (about one-third) were admitted because of what was 
recorded as the short term illness or confinement of a parent or guardian. 
Experience tells that the majority of these 16,006 would be back home within 
six months of admission - many of them within six weeks. During those twelve 
months, 39,043 children were discharged to the care of a parent, guardian,
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relative or friend and only 4,553 passed out of public care by reason of reaching 
adulthood - less than ten percent of all the children who went out of care during 
the year. Of the 39,043 leaving care during the year, a proportion would have 
been admitted in previous years. Only one-tenth of all children leaving public 
care conformed to the popular stereotype of 'growing up in care 1 . It is 
meaningless to calculate 'an average duration of short stays'. Some children 
came into care for a few hours. Some, ostensibly admitted for a short stay, 
lingered in care for years because of changed circumstances or inertia on the part 
of the parents or of the authorities. Similarly the statistics, in the form in 
which they were presented by the Home Office, do not permit the computation 
of an average length of stay in care since many children going out of care in one 
statistical year would have been admitted in previous years. These figures 
illustrate the dynamic nature of the task undertaken by children's departments. 
Less than one-tenth of all children passing out of care conformed to the idea of 
an orphan growing through childhood to adulthood in public care.
1. 5 CHILD CARE UNDER THE POOR LAW
In most western countries there had been arrangements for looking after orphan 
children and those whose parents did not adequately provide for them. In 
England (and Wales) responsibility was entrusted to the parishes in 1603 by 
Statute 39, Eliz. c.3. This law was intended to set up a system of minimal 
shelter for indigent people of all ages. Two centuries later Chad wick and Nassau 
Senior inspired ' the New Poor Law', enshrined in the Poor Law Amendment Act 
1834. This provided for the parishes to be grouped into unions, under boards 
of guardians, large enough to provide and maintain workhouses. Some of the 
buildings erected by the guardians are still in use today for mentally 
handicapped people or as hospitals for the long-term care of elderly people. By
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the Poor Law Act of 1930, the county and county borough councils assumed 
responsibility for poor law services and the boards of guardians were abolished. 
Their symbolic role as 'guardians of the poor 1 was, however, carried over, in 
1930, into 'the guardians' committees' consisting of elected councillors and co- 
opted members who, in the counties, subjected the officials of the remote public 
assistance committees in the shire halls to a measure of local oversight. The 
history of children cared for by the guardians and the public assistance 
committees can be traced in the extensive annual reports of the Poor Law 
Commissioners and of their successors, the Local Government Board, and later, 
the Ministry of Health, continuously from 1834 to 1948.
1. 6 CHILDREN IN TROUBLE
Side by side with the Poor Law, a separate system for children committed to 
care by the courts had evolved over the preceding hundred years. The first 
Reformatory Schools Act of 1854 authorised the establishment of such schools and 
empowered courts to commit juvenile offenders to them. Previously courts had 
sent child delinquents to prison or transportation. Voluntary societies, even 
before 1854, had experimented with corrective institutions which the children 
attended voluntarily, either seeking shelter or under threat of prosecution. The 
Magdalen Hospital (for sexually wayward girls) was established in 1758 and The 
Philanthropic Society opened its first institution (for both sexes) in 1792. By 
1858 there were over fifty reformatory schools. The Industrial Schools Act of 
1857 facilitated the establishment of separate schools for children who were 
orphaned, vagrant, neglected or in moral danger. Before 1899, when a spell of 
imprisonment before admission to a reformatory school was obligatory, the 
external differentiation between the two types of school began to disappear. 
Wins ton Churchill, as Home Secretary, combined them by the Children Act 1908
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to become 'Certified Schools'. The next cosmetic change of name to 'approved 
schools' was effected by the Children 8 Young Persons Act 1933, and this title 
survived for 36 years when the 1969 act of the same name changed them to 
'community homes with education on the premises', 'CH(E)s' for short. Deriving 
historically from the prison system, the care of children committed by the courts 
was always overseen by the Home Office. A separate children's branch of the 
Home Office was established in 1913. Renamed 'the children's department' after 
the first world war, it continued to supervise approved schools, remand homes, 
adoption, control of employment and children committed to the care of 'fit 
persons'. In 1948, with the implementation of the Children Act and the abolition 
of the Poor Law, it took into the Home Office most of the ministry's 
responsibility for the care of deprived children. The history of children 
subject to court orders is to be found in the annual reports of the inspectors 
of reformatory, industrial and certified schools from 1858 onwards and in the five 
successive reports of the Home Office children's department issued between 1923 
and 1938. The Curtis Committee estimated that in 1946 there were 11,200 
youngsters in approved schools, 1,540 in remand homes and 13,000 committed to 
the care of ' fit persons'.
1. 7 CHILDREN UNDER PUBLIC HEALTH COMMITTEES
Since the notorious Mrs Dyer and the baby farmers of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, the local authorities had had a duty under the Infant 
Life Protection Acts to oversee the care of young children who were being looked 
after, for reward, by those apart from the parents or relatives. At the end of 
1944, the Curtis Committee estimated that there were 14,000 children, less than 
nine years old, being supervised by health visitors. These children included 
an unspecified number who were protected under the Adoption of Children
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(Regulation) Act 1939, having been placed for adoption by 'third parties' 
pending the hearing by the court of the adopters' application for an order. In 
addition, maternity and child welfare committees in some areas exercised their 
powers to establish residential nurseries. The Curtis Committee was unable to 
estimate how many children there were in such nurseries. Many of the children 
would have been entrusted to the public health nurseries by public assistance 
committees who would then be responsible for their maintenance.
1. 8 OTHER CHILDREN MAINTAINED AWAY FROM THEIR PARENTS 
Apart from the children referred to above, who were maintained or supervised 
by one or other committee of a local authority, there were three significant 
groups of children being cared for apart from their parents. The Curtis 
Committee estimated their numbers in 1946 to be as follows:
about 33,500 children in the charge of voluntary 
organisations - an unknown proportion of these would 
already have been in the care of local authorities and 
entrusted by them to the day-to-day care of voluntary 
societies;
411 war orphans, cared for by the Ministry of 
Pensions;
about 5,300 children who had been evacuated from danger 
areas in war time and whose families had not resumed 
care of them by that time.
1. 9 DEFINING THOSE FOR WHOM COMMITTEES WERE TO BE RESPONSIBLE 
The adjective 'deprived 1 does not adequately circumscribe the group of children 
for whom, in 1948, the new children's committees and departments were to assume 
responsibility. Broadly speaking, the new committees had, at first, no 
substantial responsibilities for children in maintained or Independent boarding 
schools (though the children's officer for Middlesex is said to have discussed
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with the headmaster of Harrow School, the application of the Child Life 
Protection Provisions to the boarders before recommending the Middlesex County 
Council to exempt him, under Subsection 258 (5) of the Public Health Act 1936, 
from further visitation) a. Although The Curtis Committee had addressed 
themselves, in paragraphs 89 - 94 of their report, to the 7,512 children who 
were, on 1 January 1946, certified under the Mental Deficiency Acts, the 
Children Act, by Section 8, specifically excluded such children from care under 
that act. Section 7 of the same act empowered the Minister of Pensions to remove 
from care any child for whom he had a duty to make provision. Similarly 
children in hospitals, nursing homes and public or voluntary institutions for 
physical handicap were assumed, not always correctly, to have caring families 
and not to need the intervention of a public authority in a parental role. 
Moreover, many children experienced deprivation in their own homes; for 
example, sensory deprivation, deprivation of affection and security and 
deprivation in the spheres of education, housing, clothing, warmth and nutrition. 
The first children's committees were largely to concern themselves with children 
experiencing a particular kind of deprivation - that of living away from their 
parental homes in circumstances where the capacity of the family to exercise 
parental care and responsibility, as opposed to medical or educational care was, 
for the time being, in question. For convenience this thesis will follow the 
fashion of the times to which it relates and will use the word 'deprived 1 to 
describe children either in the direct care of a local authority, a voluntary 
organisation or who were about to come into such care. They were a readily 
identifiable group with powerful emotive appeal: in 1948 the time was ripe to 
do something special for them.
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